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year, for the first time, no destroyer flotilla was provided in the
programme, and, of course, high and technical reasons were given
to show how inopportune such a provision would have been.
However, this year there is not only one flotilla but two flotillas,
and in addition 26 9oo-ton escort vessels. As to the design of
these I am not particularly informed, but it would appear that these
vessels are a most valuable feature. It seems a great pity that the
usual flotilla was dropped last year because we should have had
all the hulls built by now. I think the House is glad that the
omission is being rectified, and I am glad to congratulate the
Admiralty on the step that has been taken.
But there is one point upon which I cannot approve of the
proposals now made. It is, I think, a serious matter which affects
to a certain extent the whole of our defensive system and weakens
our means of survival in the case of a major war. I am horrified
to learn that the Admiralty propose to scrap the five 15-inch
battleships of the Royal Sovereign class, one in 1942, one in 1943
and the rest, I suppose, in the following year. The House would
hardly gather from the euphemistic phrase the Parliamentary
Secretary employed—" replacement "—that these two ships are to
be destroyed. That does not tell us what one would expect, that
until the new ships are in commission the old ones will be kept in
reserve. In other days I used to say that when the ace is out the
king is the best card. These old ships can play their part, although
we must be careful not to bring them into contact with new ships
in the event of war.
I will outline my argument against this course in this way.
Old as they are, the Royal Sovereigns have a vital and final service
to render us. Under the Treaty of London, and various other
agreements, we have been prevented from building any 8-inch gun
cruisers for five or six years, and Germany will have at an early
date in the future five 8-inch gun cruisers which will be definitely
superior in speed, armour and gun power combined to any vessel
in our Fleet except our battleships and our battleship-cruisers.
That is a very serious matter. These German vessels in the event
of war would be super-Emdens, let out upon our trade routes,
and they would inflict very heavy losses. But whereas in the case
of the Emdfn and her consorts the Karlsruhe and Konigsberg
we had 100 cruisers with which to envelop, pursue and destroy
them, we have now a far smaller number, and it makes the problem
much more serious. That is only half the story. The Emden
was a small ship of 3,000 tons with 4-inch guns, which had only to
be caught to be killed. You are going to have in the near future
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